
ED21: New Perspectives on School Leadership 
Interpretive Summary from Session #1 (10/20/08): 

 
Here’s one contribution to helping each of us take our first conversation to its next level. I’ve tried 

to cull patterns and highlights from the transcribed notes (attached) of our October 20 discussion 
groups, reviewed my notes from the full group conversations, sprinkled in feedback I’ve gotten 

from some of you … and added a few thoughts of my own. In the near future, I’ll work to set up a 
blogsite that will permit each of us to comment, tweak and expand our thinking on all of this 
between our face-to-face sessions. 

 
In the meantime, here are some themes that seemed to emerge during our small group 
explorations of what we think ought to characterize a new approach to distributed/collaborative 

leadership in schools: 
 

 Learning/Learner-focused [Perhaps the most persistent theme … although we are challenged to 
think about this as a two tiered proposition: (tier 1) Systems should be built with the most 
important person – the learner – at the center, and (tier 2) Systems should be built with the 

most important professional – the teacher – at the center …] 

 Authority is authentically distributed … as is  accountability [This does not mean that everyone 
is responsible for everything (thereby making no one responsible for anything!), rather, just the 

opposite: there is a clear and transparent delineation of who is responsible for what … with the 
prospect that this may not be cookie-cutter … it may vary locally per operational needs 

(students, schools and communities do vary!) and local distribution of talent/experience/capa-
city.] 

 Everyone knows each others' jobs and Flexibility (I’ve grouped these themes because they 

bring Max DePree’s “Leadership Jazz” to mind. His metaphor involves jazz musicians who 
practice intensely and get into each other’s minds and musicianship so well that they can 
improvise freely, predict and play off of each other’s riffs during performances.)  

 Requires really self-confident professionals (particularly principals and teachers) 

 Transparency [Of both data and decision-making] 

 Communication-intensive [There is a culture of communication … supported by structures that 
encourage (or mandate) communication … with extensive professional development  aimed at 
building capacity for continuously improving communication …] 

 Encouraging-supporting-forgiving of risk [It’s worth noting that authentic collaboration is an 
essential precondition for an environment that support/encourages risk … and, just as 

important, willingness to take risk is (of course!) the precondition for creativity and 
inventiveness …]  

 Assessments/Data are valued, comprehensible to all, talked about a lot … [There is a culture of 

assessment … data are used for goal-setting, benchmarking and accountability … with extensive 
professional development aimed at building professionals who are competent, self-confident 
and fluent with data …] 

 Teachers' ideas valued-solicited-discussed-used 
 Sense of flattened hierarchy 

 Every element of "school" is open for consideration (e.g., calendar, schedule, pedagogy, 
where/who makes what decisions, etc.) 

 Care is taken to build a climate/culture of partnerships … in which people really think about 

how to be effective collaborators … involving intensive front-end and ongoing professional 
development [Without which this vision of networked teams will surely fail.] 



 … so, what did I leave out? 
 

The general sense that I picked up at the end of our lunch was that this conversation whetted 

appetites … it certainly didn’t answer any questions … but it raised several … and it excited 

many of us, with the prospect of exploring where it may take us in our work. 

 

Some of the big questions that bubbled up during and after our lunch revolved around:  
o What really is the value and purpose of distributed/collaborative leadership in schools? 

Are we talking about distributing leadership to get better results on the same metrics we are 
currently using? What different results are we aiming to achieve? How will this result in 

better teaching? More learning? 
 

I copied three quotes verbatim during our closing conversation that I thought were particularly 

compelling cautions and encouragements as we consider next steps. I didn’t want to lose these:  

 “I’m not sure we have a language for this yet!” 

 “How do we move forward on this together and not sabotage the process?” 

 “The strategy for next steps needs to be collaborative, too!” 

 

An added thought … 
There was some conversation (as we completed, and then following, our lunch) about whether we have 
all the key players represented and how might we think about who the right players might be … In 

general, this reduces to the question: Who are the DC-area stakeholders, decision-makers and scholars 
who can contribute the most to the success (or failure) of this conversation? This, too, is a good 

question for the group to explore …  
Here’s a fill-in-the-blank tool that may help us think about who else: 
 

ELEMENTS OF THE 

CONVERSATION  

WHO ARE DC  AREA … 

STAKEHOLDERS? 
WHO ARE DC  AREA … 

DECISION-MAKERS? 
WHO ARE DC  AREA … 

SCHOLARS/RESEARCHERS? 

Building understanding 
and vision: Thinking 

about the question 
(models, best practices, 

history/context, 
research, 
legal/political/cultural 

forces, etc.) 

   

Operationalizing the 
vision: 

Structural 
considerations 

Instructional and 

Professional 
Development 

considerations (preK-12 
and preK-20) 

Legal considerations 

   



ELEMENTS OF THE 

CONVERSATION  

WHO ARE DC  AREA … 

STAKEHOLDERS? 
WHO ARE DC  AREA … 

DECISION-MAKERS? 
WHO ARE DC  AREA … 

SCHOLARS/RESEARCHERS? 

Policy Considerations 

Process considerations: 
 What entities might 
contribute to making 

this conversation easier? 
(e.g., LFA?) 

 

   

Who sees themselves as 
having a mission or 

historic identity that 
coincides with our topic 
of “New Perspectives on 

(Collaborative) 
Leadership in Schools”? 

   

OTHER 

Considerations … 
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